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“Hello everyone,

it’s my pleasure and honour – and I mean it –             
to introduce you to Rastko Novakovic, artist 
and filmmaker from Belgrade, who’s the 
mastermind behind the venture we are going 
to undertake. 
Rastko and I invite you to walk with us along  
Prince of Wales Road, on a march that is a 
journey from Kentish Town 2007 to Belgrade 
1992, passing through St. Pancras 1937 
and Trafalgar Square 1960, and anywhere 
a message has been sent out abruptly and 
uninvited. We want to disseminate knowledge 
and thought, we want to prickle brains and 
sensibilities, trigger memories and generate 
new ones. We want to pass the enthusiasm 
and the energy of generations of activists and 
chroniclers along, and tell stories in which 
the anonymous and the mass are the main 
characters. We are a metonimy for all critical 
masses, and critique is our medium. The 
layers of history can and  should be juxtaposed 
and reconsidered in oblique and simultaneous 
ways. This is what Lebensraum is about, and 
this is how we reclaim our living space.”
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I don’t quite know where or how I should start 
writing about Lebensraum, as much as I don’t feel 
comfortable in writing about artist/filmmaker Rastko 
Novakovic; both entities are quite ungraspable and 
present so many different layers to make any kind 
of coherent (let alone exhaustive) description futile. 
However you look at them, you are never going to 
get a point of view that can be truly representative of 
these multi-faceted, ever-changing, thought-provoking 
phenomena. Even harder is to get a straight answer out 
of them; at most, you can get a reference.

I will at least try to map out a few factual data about 
the Lebensraum project. It started in 2007 when Rastko 
contacted anthropologist Ger Duijzings after reading 
his book Religion and the politics of identity in Kosovo 
(London – New York, 2000); an interest in the space 
between subjective narrative, memory and sociological 
analysis was already at the core of Rastko’s work as 
a filmmaker/storyteller, and the personal experiences 
collected by an anthropologist conducting fieldwork in 
a land distraught by violent conflicts could offer him a 
chance to tell a story as a simultaneous overlapping 
of feelings, observations, meanings, points of view, 
narrative styles. 

Rastko decided to focus on Ger’s diaries, compiled 
on a research trip to Yugoslavia between March and 
August 1992, and worked with him on the editing of 
thousands of entries down into a script. Retaining a 
strict diary format, the script consists of about 1/25th of 
the original text, and still it is long enough to unfold as a 
feature film. Choosing an appropriate visual format for 
such a complex tangle of experiences was not going to 
be easy. Rastko himself explained the first performative 
incarnation of this project as follows:

“We next made a series of negative choices. 
No studios. The sounds and images would be 
recorded in actual places and would be records 
of actual places. No actors. The body of the writer 
and eyewitness would voice the script: an archive 
performing an archive. No archive images. The 
images of the staging would act on shared images 
from the mass media and would be produced in 
tension with the script and the place of staging. No 
single, pure image. Instead, the effort and choices of 
11 people producing moving images. The result is an 
event recorded in 75 minutes during the afternoon 
of Monday 28th July 2008. Ger Duijzings stepped 
out of his office at the School of Slavonic and East 
European Studies and performed a public reading 
of the script whilst walking the streets of London.        
He wore two microphones and was followed by 7 
video cameras and 2 photographic cameras.”1

So far, the outcome of this multimediated public 
reading has taken a number of different forms – a         
six-channel screening of the footage collected by      





the many cameras shown simultaneously (at the CITIES 
programme, LSE, 21/01/09), an unedited soundtrack 
recording, a heavily-manipulated cinematic montage 
(at the BFI Studio, in February 2009), a documentary 
slideshow (at the International Student Ethnographic 
Film Festival 08, Goldsmiths, 10/11/08). But these traces 
embody only one of the directions Rastko intends the 
project to take; Lebensraum is about reprocessing its 
very production process at each and every stage, to 
produce as many readings of it as possible. The website 
(rastkonovakovic.wordpress.com) is a receptacle for 
some of these readings, as well as external references, 
commentaries, contingencies, invocations, evocations, 
derivations, dérives, texts, contexts, pretexts.

The performance that took place on Prince of Wales 
Road, starting and ending at 176, was intended as another 
incarnation of the project, which gets back to the bare 
script and displaces it once again, this time in the streets 
of Kentish Town. The open call for participants was left 
vague, the outcome largely unplanned. All that was 
decided was to re-enact the public reading as a street 
march, which would have involved reading the diary-
script and other texts brought by participants aloud and 
simultaneously through megaphones, in full demo style. 
The idea of “contested ground” was to be read in a number 
of ways, from more literal interpretations (protesting, 
recalling historical street upheavals in London and in 
Kentish Town as well as the history of the 176 building 
itself), to a set of more or less loosely related issues 
spinning off and gravitating around the same starting 
point (the play between personal and collective memory, 
the diary and its mediation through re-enacting and 
mediating the reenactment). On top of this, Rastko left the 
march of dramatic and political actors halfway through, 
accompanied by his frequent collaborator and trusted 
friend Amanda Egbe, to collect comments and stories in 
brief video interviews with unaware and vaguely confused 
passers-by.

The performance took a life of its own when Rastko 
deviated its course, conducting it back into the project 
space. By then, the emotional pathos of Ger’s diary had 
gradually turned the mood of the march into some kind 
of mournful procession, hearts out but heads down, following 
the pages being torn one by one to sweep the streets like 
dead leaves (although a small team of environmentally 
concerned participants could not resist to the urge to pick 
the papers up to give them a more appropriate end, once 
their expressive purpose had been fulfilled). So the march 



continued into the foyer, right at the moment when one 
of the speakers was declaiming the refrain to Magazine’s 
Shot By Both Sides with genuine intensity. Coffee break 
for all.  

A few minutes later, a chorus could be heard in 
the background of the main hall, undistinguished but 
insistent. All texts and contributions were finally read, 
all at once, as a (formerly marching) band of individuals 
we passionately spoke of contesting and asserting, of 
mass movements and oppression, while Rastko and 
Amanda captured glimpses of the texts being read aloud 
using a camera and a microphone as spotlights address 
actors on a stage. But the stage was the balcony where 
the Methodists used to sit when attending their mass. 
Ours, though, was no play nor ceremony: we were all 
speakers and listeners at once, in a theatron turned onto 
itself. If that was a chorus, it was certainly of the Greek 
type – the voice of a collective body, a mass metaphor, 
a community. While Ger finished reading his diary 
entries once again, excerpts were read from sources as 
diverse as a speech Hitler gave days before annexing 
the Sudetenland in 1938, Paolo Virno’s Grammar of the 
Multitude, a pamphlet on the St. Pancras’ rent strike of 
1960, Leon Trotsky’s Whither France?, an appeal for an 
international mobilization in response to the Greek riots 
of December 2008 and more. 

Rastko never told me what his plans were and if he 
had contingency measures to counter any problems – 
which we did have -; he just smoothly kept on shooting 
and pointing his mic as if he always knew things were 
all going to fall into place in the end. Maybe he did not 
know exactly which place, but to him that is a question 
of trusting his peers, of confiding in the cooperation of 
sentient beings making their intelligences work together.  
This may not be apparent in the midst of the events, 
but what Rastko seems to be pointing at is how such 
gatherings can make things happen, literally by setting 
complex mechanisms of interaction in motion. Take for 
example what Rastko said about the first Lebensraum 
reading/film project, which can be defined as the product 
of a truly collective effort in which Rastko positions 
himself as little more than an initiator and an observer:

“We rehearsed the route with Ger and Mark Durham who 
did the sound design, the people shooting it knew the 
route, they made their own decisions in terms of what 
they shot but it was left to them how far they deviated 
from the ‘procession’. […] ‘The one and the many’… 
For me, this whole project is a dialogue with standard 
media production, which compartmentalises between 
preproduction, production and postproduction. [...] Whereas 
here, the script was taken from the diaries, Ger who wrote 
the diaries and wrote the script with me, performed it and 
is also involved in the edit and the presentation and the 
discussions. The same goes for the people who were 
shooting it […]. I see this project as an assemblage of 
different things which are plugged into each other. […] 
When I say assemblage, I mean assemblage in the way 
that Manuel DeLanda or Saskia Sassen refer to it, that is 
wholes which are characterised by relations of exteriority, 
so that each element in the whole has its own properties, 
its own way of interacting, so that if you were to put it in a 
different environment or you were to plug it into something 
else, it would react differently, produce different interactions 
and so on. So, one of the ideas we want to develop is to 
use the script as a radio play but also last Sunday it was 
performed [as part of Contested Ground] in a different 
way, with a number of different performers. So the script 
itself becomes one thing. [...] In that sense, the method of 
working also has to do with multiplicities.”2

Perhaps by paying closer attention at what a network 
of individuals, each with its own peculiar intellect, can 
create, at how these multiplicities coexist when there 
is a ground to share, reclaim or contest, history could 
possibly begin to unfold in a slightly less ineluctable 
manner.

Lebensraum is an ongoing project, and filmic material 
from both readings of Ger’s diary are currently being 
edited. So, to quote Rastko himself, to be continued...

_____________________________________________________
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